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The Global Dane: Writing S0ren Kierkegaard's
Biography*
by Joakim Garff

The story of your life is not your life, it's your story
--John Barth
When Professor C.K.F. Molbech was asked the year after
Kierkegaard's death to sketch a biographical portrait for a planned
German translation of Either/Or, he went to his friend, the
philosopher Hans Brnchner, for advice and suggestions. Brnchner,
who knew the deceased personally, pondered it and then replied:
When one restricts oneself to external events, there is of
course very little to say about his life at all: he was born May
5, 1813, he was a student at the University in 1830, took his
degree in theology in 1840, he submitted his doctoral thesis
in 1841, and he died in 1855. These are more or less all the
external facts of a biographical nature that can be provided,
and they are not interesting. 1
In this way one can write a very slender biography-and as
Br0chner anticipates, it would not be "interesting." The reason why
I nevertheless have found occasion to cite Br0chner is because he
represents a dominant tendency in the biographical approach to
Kierkegaard, an approach, which-only slightly caricatured-could
be summarized by the following alternatives: Either he becomes the
very paradigm of an existential philosopher, a transparent subject
who from an invisible point beyond the authorship distributes his
knowledge among a host of pseudonymous authors and their
perspectives of the world; or he becomes a needless little appendix to
a masterful and basically autonomous work, an absent and
inaccessible figure whose private affairs only an unessential reader
could ever care about.

Three illustrations for this article are to be found in the color
section near the center of this publication
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As if it were, however, only to complicate the life of his future
biographer, Kierkegaard himself has intensified this animosity.
More than anyone else, he has-both personally and
pseudonymously-forbidden others to look over his shoulder, and
he promises every imaginable plague upon those who try.
What has been written, then, is mine, he announces, but only
insofar as I, by means of audible lines, have placed the life-view of
the creating, poetically actual individuality in his mouth, for my
relation is even more remote than that of a poet, who poetizes
characters and yet in the preface is himself the author. That is, I am
impersonally or personally in the third person, a souffleur, who has
poetically produced the authors, whose prefaces in turn are their
productions, as their names are also. Thus in the pseudonymous
books there is not a single word by me. I have no opinion about
them except as a third party, no knowledge of their meaning except
as a reader. 2
A more passionate protest against biographical readings can
hardly be imagined, but regardless of how solemnly Kierkegaard
asks us not to take an interest in his insignificant person, he is
fortunately human enough to be quite inconsistent. Thus, he can be
quite forward when he openly announces that his "existence" is the
"most interesting ever led by an author in Denmark," and this is
why he will be "read and studied in the future." 3 Or, as he writes
with a rather un-Danish self-consciousness in November, 1847:
And this is why the time will come when not only my
writings but my life, the intriguing secret of the whole
machinery, will be studied and studied. 4
For that reason Kierkegaard in his journals did not talk only to
reveal but also to conceal.
Investigation into this intriguing machinery with all its secrets was
prepared by Kierkegaard himself who, very early on, began to edit
his papers and to write consciously as if future readers stood and
looked over his shoulder. Kierkegaard himself was the first person
to edit his journals and thus did almost everything in order to meet
his future biographer in a carefully calculated posture. From the
very moment he put his pen to paper, he made a free, fictionalized
style his favorite form. "Sheet removed from the journal," one reads in
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dramatic italics where Kierkegaard has used a knife to perform a
physical operation on his journal; that is, he has removed one or
more pages because, one might suspect,' they .did not perpetuate
Kierkegaard the myth but instead delivered Kierkegaard the man.
Multifarious interventions in the form of crossed out lines and
words, or whole pages covered by tight ink-loops expose the never~
resting diligence with which Kierkegaard planned his own
posthumous rebirth. If it is any consolation, Kierkegaard is not an
isolated example when it comes to such things. The biographer Leon
Edel, who was in the process of ~riting on the great tease Henry
James, tells how he, with pounding heart, approached James's
writing desk. The deceased had told that valuable materials ·were
hidden in ·a secret drawer, but when Edel at last found the drawer, it
turned out to contain nothing other than a completely meaningless
old requisition for a pair of new glasses! Edel writes that he could
almost hear a chuckling, infernal laughter where he stood.5
Kierkegaard's mystifying practice induces Henning Fenger to call
him a graceless myth maniac who leads the reader astray. Fenger
claims that as a historian, "one must have deep underlying
misgivings about the numerous journals after 1846." But also, he
says, the early journal material is infested with Kierkegaard's
falsifications: "A great deal of effort went into the presentation of the
riddles which posterity was not supposed to be able to solve and
into the interpretation it was supposed to accept." 6 Fenger has a
good eye for Kierkegaard's poetic activity and therefore collects
analyses of the frequently occurring literary elements in
Kierkegaard's text and self-representation. But. at the same time,
Fenger does not take into account that the term "the real
Kierkegaard" might be a deceptive one, a sort .of artificial
construction, established by a forceful reduction of the complexity of
Kierkegaard's journals, whose discontinuous and often fragmentary
character cannot be separated from the "character" of their author.
Only rarely do the records inscribe their author into a historical
context. Kierkegaard did not remember, · he recollected; and from
this angle his diary perhaps could best be described by those words
that the publisher of The Seducer's Diary resorted to when he wanted
to give a kind of genre-definition to the many .papers that fate and
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mischief had dealt into his hands. "His diary is not historically
accurate," concedes the publisher, "or strictly narrative; it is not
indicative but subjunctive." 7
Kierkegaard's entries are usually short, loosely or often not at all
thematically connected; the interest in a screaming fishwife may
follow immediately upon the dogma of the Incarnation. These
verbal mini-monuments break with the traditional understanding of
the journal as the site of confidentiality or intimate narrations. Not
even the biographical culmination points are straightforwardly
accessible. The relationship to Regine is represented only in a highly
fragmentary way during the time of the engagement, and in reality,
one must go all the way to the end of August, 1849 before
Kierkegaard presents posterity with his "Relationship to 'Her,' " (as
it is so matter-of-factly called, even now). But the prompting
addition he makes in his Journal, "Something Poetic," 8 makes it
clear that this representation should not be taken as an empirical
report either. Likewise, his deeply ambivalent relationship to his
father is hardly mentioned in the earliest journals. Kierkegaard's
relationship to his mother can be treated differently: he simply fails
to mention her, even in a whisper!
S0ren Kierkegaard: A Biography
Kierkegaard's consistent reference to himself as a "poet" is
confirmed in the journals, almost in excess. It is with an explicit
sensitivity for his own post-mortal importance that he depicts his
future biographer as being something as demanding as a congenial
"poet." Thus, Kierkegaard writes in an undated entry from 1846:
It is precisely in recollection, poetic recollection, that my
writings show to advantage, and no doubt the time will
come when maidens will blush with excitement as a poet
recounts the whole design of my life. 9
Maidens no longer blush like they once did, and I am no poet, but
with my biography on Kierkegaard I have attempted to rehabilitate
a historical-biographical reading that moves beyond the ideologicalpolemical biographies. I have tried to narrate the man's life, or to
develop his life as narrative, if you will. Here one could quote Paul
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Ricoeur who so nicely frames the biographical complex by the
following:
He has been able, like no one else, to transpose his own
biography into a kind of personal myth.
By his
identification with Abraham, Job, Ahasuerus [the
Wandering Jew], and other invented persons, he prepares a
kind of fictive personality which completely hides and
shields his actual existence .... Kierkegaard cannot be found
by help from his own categories. One must imagine the
extraordinary conjunction of irony, melancholy, purity of
heart, and a biting rhetoric, and then add a mocking
comedian, and as the crowning point of the work introduce
the element of religious aestheticism and martyrdom .... 10
To what degree a perspective like Ricoeur's can be converted to
narrative form and grafted into biographical material is an open
question, but the perspective in itself is a beneficial and provocative
corrective to the ideological posture and heroic attitude, which have
characterized so many biographies. In my eyes, at least, it is obvious
that the pragmatic alternative to source critical nitpicking is a
biographical reading that not only demonstrates how, but also
explains why, Kierkegaard devoted himself to fictions, masks,
mystifications-devices that are neither pure fiction nor its exact
opposite, but rather such as occupy a place somewhere in between.
Alongside my goal of creating a portrait of Kierkegaard, I have
sought to reinsert him into his own time, to contextualize him, so he
does not become "that individual" who we stare at through the
keyhole of one of the gates of Copenhagen, but who once begins to
walk among those who also were present in the city at that time. In
other words, I have tried to let his contemporaries regain some of
their historical proportions and perhaps thereby receive their share
of the aura of genius for which Kierkegaard has otherwise been
given the global patent.
When I began to incise my way into the monstrous material, it was
my constant aim to coax the narrative elements forth, so that the
fates and figures I had in my care could become integrated into a
coherent story with a pulse and drive. Without improving on the
facts, the biography has thus attempted to make the distance
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between a true story and a good story as short as possible. Just as
much anti-biographical literature has wanted to exterminate the
"real" man from his work, so have many biographers drastically
reduced the unknown number of "unreal" men within the work. In
a conscious countermove, I have tried to avoid creating an
unambiguous Kierkegaard figure who is well understood by page
18, is predictable by page 42, and is trivial by page 81. Instead, I
have tried to keep the figure open and, to the greatest extent
possible, tried to keep the man and author in motion so that he could
develop and change himself in all his complexity and maybe even
disappear in front of the reader's eyes. In the final and decisive
analysis, then, it is the reader who completes the figure and gives
"Kierkegaard" direction or destiny, if you will, through his or her
own interpretive power and psychological capacity.
In all this is implied that a biography on Kierkegaard is not simply
a reconstruction of Kierkegaard's life. On the contrary, a biography
is only made possible by a very personal cooperation of the
biographer who constantly has to mobilize his or her own
biography, that is, his or her own existential capacity, knowledge,
and experience by which the historical data, so to speak, are reborn.
And the idea of an objective biography on Kierkegaard, who is
almost the incarnation of subjectivity, can hardly be in anyone's
interest-at least not Kierkegaard's.
Let me mention in relation to this that the biography also is an
attempt to document or to portray what you might call the joy of
Kierkegaard who, in my eyes, is not primarily a pale, introverted
Dane who constantly occupies himself with a depressing dossier of
existentialistic items. Posterity has very much focused on the
Kierkegaard who concentrated on his melancholia and wrote page
upon page about his unspeakable sufferings, his vita ante acta
(previous life), the thorn in the flesh, the wound that would never
heal, the traumatic experiences of childhood, or rather, the traumatic
lack of a childhood. But in all this it has often been forgotten that
Kierkegaard's unhappiness, his sorrow, and his despair also
interested him, and he was rarely so depressed that he did not feel
like writing about it. There are no signs of depression in the
abnormal, clinical sense of the term, which would have left large
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chronological gaps in the journals.
On the contrary, the
perseverance that characterizes the entire literary enterprise is
evidence of an enormous energy surplus, a sort of mental health
despite everything, which is why the diagnosis of manicdepressive-which people suggest now and then for want of
anything better-seems quite mistaken.
What connects Kierkegaard with his works, the edifying
discourses as well as the pseudonymous works, is his typical style.
Thus, he can describe how he can "sit for hours in love with the
sound of language," just like "a flutist who entertains himself with
his flute." 11 He can comment on his punctuation and invite the
reader to read aloud, so that he can feel "the rhetorical" and "the
rhythm." 12 He can even commit himself, some time in eternity, to
read aloud his Three Discourses from 1847 and triumphantly add that
he is "assured that they will be heard with delight." 13 Not less
impassioned, he writes to his only true friend, Emil Boesen, in a
letter from his second trip to Berlin in 1843:
I have never worked as hard as now. During the morning I
go out for a little while. Then I come back and sit in my
room without any interruption until about three o'clock. I
can hardly see out of my eyes. Then I shuffle by the aid of
my cane to the restaurant, but I am so weak that I believe if
anyone were to call my name aloud, I should fall over dead.
Then I go home and begin again. During the past month I
have been pumping up a real shower bath, now I have
pulled the cord. The ideas stream down upon me-healthy,
happy, powerful, merry, blessed children, easily brought to
birth, yet all of them bearing the birthmarks of my
personality. 14
Of course, this does not mean that Kierkegaard's texts are without
epistemological depth, but it is undeniable that there is a long way
to Hegel. If Hegel's thinking is marked by the fact that he finds
himself on such a high level of abstraction that association and
fantasy must come to the reader's rescue when he is about to expire
under the strain of the concept, almost the opposite is true of
Kierkegaard. The discourse is dialogical and exerts its force via
dynamic reversals between concept and image. Hardly has the
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reader been introduced to a complicated, dialectical operation before
he is sent off to relax in a text that can broaden itself expressively, in
an almost illuminating way. And as it were a kind of inner
philosophical necessity that pure conceptuality must in this way be
turned into pure lucidity, so can the distance from hell-raising and
audacity to the sublimely and minuet-like sensitive be covered in the
space of a page, a sentence, or even less.
When Kierkegaard began publishing books at a great rate in the
1840s he employed a copyist, Israel Levin, to help him prepare his
manuscripts for the printer. What struck Levin most was the almost
demonic power of Kierkegaard's imagination. Levin writes:
The conception was enough for him. He could poeticize
himself any existence; thus for a week he lived only to think
and feel like a beggar ... .Once he admitted that he had an
enormous desire to commit a real theft, then live with his
bad conscience, in fear of being found out. Thus he
unburdened himself in dreams and poetic pictures and with
his articulateness and his almost demonic imagination, it
was surprising the effects he could produce .... We talked
about Andersen one evening in Frederiksberg Gardens:
'Andersen has no idea what fairy tales are.' And then he
produced in an instant six or seven fairy tales, so that I
became almost uncomfortable.
So vivid was his
imagination, it was as if the pictures were before his eyes. It
was as if he lived in a spirit world. 15
Kierkegaard himself seemed to be occasionally aware that he was
injecting fantasy into the confessions and self-descriptions. Thus in
1853 he confessed:
In all that I wrote about myself in the journals for '48 and
'49, something of the literary (poetically) often slipped in.
It is not so easy to keep that sort of things segregated when
one is poetically productive to the extent that I am.
Strangely enough, deep inside I understand myself clearly.
But as soon as I go to write it down, I immediately become
'productive' .1 6
The city of Copenhagen is a metaphor for Kierkegaard's work as
an author, and it could take almost no time to move from the light116

filled, elegantly beveled neoclassical plazas to the cacophony of the
dark alleys. So when Kierkegaard moved about in the streets of
Copenhagen, his strutting was connected with his writing, he was
everywhere and nowhere, walking this way and that, conversing
intimately with everyone, but at the same time distant and alien. Or,
in Georg Brandes's precise and paradoxical formulation, he was "the
self-enclosed man whom everyone knew." 17
Bishop Martensen did not grasp this and took offense. Professor
Heiberg wondered at it and looked the other way. But for
Kierkegaard, the body, in all its capricious lopsidedness, was a vital,
communicative point. The man emerged from behind the works,
thereby surrendering any claim to the authority people would
unconsciously have granted him had he never shown himself on the
street:
An author who is essentially educated by Socrates and the
Greeks, who grasps the ironic and begins an enormous
undertaking as a writer-he is quite specifically opposed to
becoming an authority, and to that end he rightly sees that
by continually walking in the streets he must necessarily
undermine the impression he makes.
As the years passed, what had begun as a carefree stroll out of
N0rreport "with four shillings in his pocket and a slender walking
stick in his hand" thus became a demonstrative act with which
Kierkegaard opposed the snobbish aloofness from the concrete and
ordinary world he noted among the intellectuals of his day:
Yes, of course, I am an aristocrat (and so is everyone who is
truly conscious of willing the Good, because they are always
few in number), but I want to stand right on the street, in the
midst of the people, where there is danger and opposition. I
do not want (like Martensen, Heiberg, etc.) to live in
cowardly and prissy fashion at an aristocratic remove, in
select circles protected by an illusion (that the masses seldom
see them and therefore imagine them to be Somebody).
Kierkegaard sought his exemplars in Socrates and in Christ, both
of whom withdrew from established institutions and took to the
streets. Socrates had his Sophists to battle against, Christ took aim at
the Pharisees; Kierkegaard thus had Martensen and Heiberg, in
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whom equal portions of Sophism and Pharisaism had fused into a
fussy refinement. It cannot be denied that a certain self-assertion
gradually crept into this gesture, with Kierkegaard emphasizing the
unselfishness of his peripatetic praxis, his wandering activism; but
he did remain true to his principle, right up to the end: "Quite
literally to make ordinary daily life into one's stage, to go out and
teach in the streets." And this was exactly what constituted his
aristocratic radicalism.

The Pseudonymous Autobiography
It is hardly an overstatement to say that Kierkegaard's life in the

years following his break with Regine in the profoundest way was
his writing and thus, also, functions as a kind of therapy, as
Kierkegaard himself fully testifies:
Only when I am producing do I feel well, he wrote in 1846,
then I forget all life's discomforts, all suffering, then I am
absorbed in my thought and happy. If I leave my work for a
couple of days I immediately become ill, overwhelmed,
troubled, my head heavy and burdened.
Reading Kierkegaard one will observe that the borders separating
the pseudonymous works from the Journals written in his own name
become more and more fluid and that Kierkegaard often has lifted
texts directly from the latter to the former. And the further on in
time Kierkegaard moves, the more open the borders become. This is
the case in "Two Short Ethical-Religious Essays" and to such a
degree that it becomes doubtful if it makes sense to speak of a
border any longer. "Fear and Trembling actually reproduced my own
life," 18 Kierkegaard honestly states in 1849, but could he not have
said the same thing about Repetition, where his own love life is the
story transparent substratum, and in whose composition Regine
played a decisive role? One could also mention Guilty? Not Guilty?
which the critic P.L. M0ller reviewed as an autobiographical work
and treated so maliciously that Kierkegaard in his rejoinder to
M0ller activated the disastrous Corsair Affair in 1846. As Josiah
Thompson puts it:
He implores that we forget about him and pay attention to
his characters. But he is his character in so many ways. His
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ironic glance is theirs. His rasping voice, his isolation in the
midst of bustle, his hyperconsciousness-all are theirs. It is
almost as if his own life had been refracted by a powerful
prism into a multitude of different images. 19
Kierkegaard's entries in his Journals impose a sort of paradox to
the biographical reader. What one does not get access to in the
journals-because Kierkegaard is here writing in his own name-is
more directly accessible in the pseudonymous works. Thanks to the
pseudonymous signature, Kierkegaard has been able to distance
himself from his text and thus allow himself a distinctive openness.
His indignant reaction to critical reviews is not only due to bruised
vanity, but likewise to the fact that his writings also have, although
not exclusively of course, the self-exposing character of confessional
literature.
The Authorship as the Author's Autobiography?
As the first in a series of his biographers, Kierkegaard himself
reflects on the transaction between life and writing. It happens
frequently in the journals, but is thematized comprehensively in The
Point of View of My Work as an Author. Here Kierkegaard goes to
great lengths to form chapters and to supervise events in a story that
posterity not only should accept, but also repeat and retell. At the
same time, the Point of View is supposedly the closest Kierkegaard
comes to writing an autobiography that is unique in the sense that
when Kierkegaard looks back on his life, he does not see life, but
writing.
Somewhere toward the middle of this writing, Kierkegaard also
willingly confesses that for a long time, "I had done nothing other
than practice dialectical movements fortified with imagination,
experimenting with my spirit like one who tunes an instrument; but
I was not really living." 20 If it is not utterly obvious which "I" has not
lived, it is in any case clear that this "I" must give way to the writing.
Viewed from its perspective, the writing has utilized its author in the
service of a higher cause. This means, Kierkegaard reasons, that as a
matter of fact he has not been the real author of the authorship.
Rather, he has functioned as a co-author or as a kind of "ghost
writer" so that he cannot authoritatively comment on the inner
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meaning of what is written-"though it is indeed me, who has
carried it out and, in reflection, taken every step." 21
Correspondingly, Kierkegaard can dwell on "an inexplicable
something that seemed to show that I was being helped by an Other,
[when] I came to do or say something, whose fuller meaning, I
myself at times only first understood afterwards." 22 And this socalled "inexplicable something" could be read as the subconscious
activity of the text. Kierkegaard first understands this "inexplicable
something" afterwards, because the text has clarified what was once
unclear. Or, as he has put in one of the omitted passages of the
manuscripts to the Postscript: "The speaking voice came from me,
but it was not my voice; the writing hand was mine, but it was not
my handwriting."23
Kierkegaard has had an experience that he found difficult to
express in language, precisely because it concerned the very
conditions of language itself. He ardently wonders about "the
foreign contribution" to the authorship, but he does not arrive at the
conclusion that the text's semantic surplus value might have its
origin in language. Of course language is always greater than its
author and by virtue of its grammatical rules alone, it keeps the
writer on particular tracks writing alongside the writer, as it were,
perhaps even sending the writer in a given direction. Kierkegaard
never read his Wittgenstein. Nor does it occur to him that the
writing process itself can activate unconscious powers in the writer
which, to his surprise, touch on issues that are normally effectively
repressed. Kierkegaard never read his Freud, either. Kierkegaard,
by contrast, interprets his experience religiously and designates the
foreign influence in the authorship as the influence of divine
"Governance." "As categorically defined as possible," he explains,
"it is Governance that has brought me up, and the upbringing is
reflected in the writing process." 24
The idea of the influence of "Governance" is not a piece of
rampant megalomania, but rather the opposite: an admission of
limited autonomy. Kierkegaard was not only the person who did
the writing; he was also the person who - and it was precisely here
that he could not hit upon the words he needed-was written.
Behind Kierkegaard's declared distance to the pseudonyms there
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might lie the concrete experience that, within the process of writing,
something can be produced that surprises the producer of the
writing. Passion does not move only from the man to the work, but
also from the work to the man. And thereby the authorship, in
addition to so many other things, becomes a personal process of
becoming, a kind of "Bildungsroman" whereby the writing itself has
an inspiring and redeeming-a maieutic-relationship to its writer.
Kierkegaard can then look back at his production as his own
"upbringing" and "development," as he calls it, using two of the
most emblematic terms from the Bildungsroman. Kierkegaard is not
only a child of his age, as is so often claimed, he is, in my view, also
a child of his works. In constructing his texts, Kierkegaard is
likewise constructed by them. In this perspective, the authorship
can be read as Kierkegaard's journey to selfhood.
Accompanied by a mild, breezy irony, Kierkegaard seems to find
himself in almost the same situation with which he entertained
himself as a theology student. In an entry from 1837, he writes:
"Someone would like to write a novel in which one of the characters
goes mad; as he is working on it, he himself goes mad, and the novel
ends in the first person." 2s
It is not important here whether Kierkegaard goes mad or not, the
important thing is the dialogue between the writer and his writing.
The important point is that Kierkegaard both writes and is written which is why every reading of Kierkegaard, unavoidably but often
unconsciously, is and becomes biographical.
Notes
* Parts of this paper are based on previous papers translated by Stacey E.
Ake, Kent Brian Soderquist, and Bruce H. Kirmmse.

* The full title of my biography on Kierkegaard is: Seren Kierkegaard. A
Biography. Translated by Bruce H. Kirmmse. Princeton University Press.
Princeton and Oxford 2004, 867pp.

* The illustrations are from N. J. Cappel0rn, J. Garff, and J. Kondrup: Written
Images. Seren Kierkegaard's Journals, Notebooks, Booklets, Sheets, Scraps, and
Slips of Paper, translated by Bruce Kirmmse, Princeton and Oxford 2002.
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